Interactive reading : a way to improve theory of mind and verbal communication in autistic children by Baron, Marie-Pierre & Makdissi, Hélène
Interactive reading: A way to improve theory of mind 
and verbal communication in autistic children
Marie-Pierre Baron1,2 & Hélène Makdissi2
1Université du Québec à Chicoutimi  - 2Université Laval#IECVegas15
Abstract: W ith theory of m ind (TOM ), children can a8ribute m ental states to them selves and to others. During interac@ve reading, w hen children are ques@oned about the recurring com ponents of a story, the theory of m ind allows them to interpret the protagonists’ m ental states and link them causally w ith the recurring com ponents,
such as the protagonists’ problem s, em o@ons and’ m o@va@ons. Diffi cul@es experienced by au@s@c children in theory of m ind (Baron-Cohen, Leslie and Frith, 1985) and in the com prehension and produc@on of speech hinder their understanding of the story (Tager-Flushberg, 2000). The aim of this study is to describe the progress m ade
in the a8ribu@on of protagonists’ m ental states and iden@fica@on of recurring com ponents of a story, in the context of interac@ve reading w ith an au@s@c child.
An experim ent was conducted w ith an eleven-year-old au@s@c child w ho received daily dialogic reading interven@ons involving children’s stories over a period of ten m onths. Three interm ediate m easurem ents were m ade during interac@ve reading sessions and were analyzed from two angles: (1) TOM , the iden@fica@on of the
protagonists’ em o@ons, aim s and m o@va@ons (Veneziano, 2010), and (2) the structuring of narra@ve recall.
The results show im provem ent in the child’s verbal com m unica@on, specifically in the iden@fica@on of the protagonists’ m ental states, such as em o@ons, aim s and m o@va@ons, and the ability to link them causally w ith the recurring com ponents of a story. This progress appears to have been supported by interac@ve reading interven@ons,








































































































Children’s organization and understanding of the narrative helps
them build coherence. In order to develop the macrostructural
coherence of the narrative, children must identify the recurring
components in the narrative structure and identify the causal
relations between these components.



























































































































































































































































































































































































































































Episodic structure of the book “King has goat ears” Episodic structu e of the book “Raoul Taffin pirate” Episodic structure of the book “Nez-Rouge on the trail of Leonard”
Analysis
Jovanovic, Katarina. Les oreilles du roi. ill. de Philippe Béha. Texte français de Sylvie Roberge. Montréal, Dominique et Compagnie, 2011, 32 pages, 
ISBN 978-2-89686-093-7. Moncomble, Gérard. Raoul Taffin pirate. ill. de Frédéric Pillot. Toulouse, Édi@ons Milan, 2001, 22 pages ISBN 745904345. 
Episodic structure of the child comprehension : 
«King has goat ears»
Episodic structure of the child comprehension:
«Raoul Taffin pirate»
Episodic structure of the child comprehension:
«Nez-Rouge on the trail of Leonard»
Schema of narra/ve structuring 
(Makdissi et Boisclair, 2008)
Interac/ve reading
(Kaderavek et Sulzby, 2000; Veneziano and Hudelot, 2006)
InteracHve reading takes place in a social context based on dialogue.
This dialogue focuses the child’s aLenHon on the causes of certain
narraHve events in order to guide his/her understanding of the story.
The adult’s quesHons help the child to focus on the macrostructure of
the narraHve, and to make causal and lexical inferences.
Theory of mind: mental states
(Veneziano, 2010; Veneziano et Hudelot, 2006) 
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• Eleven years old (age of development of a 
three-year-old)
• First school in New-Brunswick, Canada
• Therapy received: ABA and TEACCH
Data collecFon:
• Ten months of intervenHon from September 2011 to June 2012
• The child received daily intervenHons at home (Quebec, Canada)
• One interacHve reading session has been done and recorded each 
day 
- Total of 105 videos
It includes 3 interacHve readings selected for 3 Hmes of analysis
- November 2011: “King has goat ears”
- April 2012: “Raoul Taffin pirate”
- June 2012: “Nez-Rouge on the trail of Leonard”
Analysis
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Aim of the study
The aim of the study is to demonstrate that it is
possible to do otherwise in the educaHon of
students with auHsm spectrum disorder.
This case of study demonstrate the importance
and the extend of intensive intervenHons
developed in intersubjecHvity with a child when
using complex subjects such as children’s
literature. The developmental progress of the
child during the procedure will be described
within two spheres of development: the
structure of narraHve discourse and the
development of the theory of mind.
Specific goals:
• Describe and analyze the progress of the 
child while ensuring the development of 
narraHve structure during interacHve reading;
• Describe and analyze the progress of the 
child while ensuring the development of the 
theory of mind during interacHve reading.
The theory of mind is the ability to understand and to depict mental
states. It also display the capacity to assign them to others, despite his
own and to draw conclusions from them. The theory of mind is also
the ability to infer what the other thinks according to what happens
to him and predict what he will do.
The theory of mind appears as a fundamental aspect of human
communicaHon. In fact, decoding makes a large part of the
communicaHon skills, including inferences and assumpHons about the
thoughts of others.








QuesHons that the child answers QuesHons that the child does not answers Spontaneous interacHons
QuesHons that the child answers Spontaneous interactionsQuesHons that the child does not answers
Theory of mind
Conclusions
Theory of mind Theory of mind














goat ears  
28,5% 43% 19% 
Raoul Taffin 
Pirate  
20% 47% 23% 
Nez-Rouge 
on the trail of 
Leonard 
11% 56% 33% 
 
 
Évolution de l’enfant   
- moins de questions auxquelles l’enfant ne répond pas 
- Plus de questions auxquelles l’enfant répond 
- Plus d’interactions spontanées  
- Plus d’engagement de la part de l’enfant dans la lecture (attention conjointe et contexte 
trilogique d’intersubjectivité littéraire) 
- Composantes récurrentes du récit : Questions auxquelles l’enfant répond 
- - Les composantes auxquelles l’enfant a répondues le plus sont la problématique (oreilles 
du roi / Nez Rouge), les sous-problèmes (Raoul Taffin) et le but (Nez Rouge) 
- Composantes récurrentes du récit : Questions auxquelles l’enfant ne répond pas 
- - Données semblables que pour celles auxquelles l’enfant répond 
- - Ainsi, les interactions spontanées de l’enfant sont sur une composante récurrente 
différente que celles les plus questionnées par l’adulte : est-ce une preuve de l’intérêt plus 
grand de l’enfant sur le récit? Il fait de l’imitation différée 
 
 
Théorie de l’esprit : Questions auxquelles l’enfant répond 
- Raoul Taffin pirate il y a plus de questions sur l’état interne, mais cela se justifie par la 
structure du récit. 
Théorie de l’esprit : Questions auxquelles l’enfant ne répond pas 
EvoluFon of the child
Over the Hme:
• There are less 
unanswered 
quesHons by the 
child;
• The child answers 
more quesHons;
• There are more 
spontaneous 
interacHons.
We noHced more 
commitment on the part 




• King has goat ears: quesHons about the problem 
• Raoul Taffin pirate: quesHons about the sub-problem
• Nez-Rouge on the trail of Leo ard: quesHons about the problem and the goal
QuesFons less answered:
• King has goat ears: quesHons about the problem 
• Raoul Taffin pirate: quesHons about the problem, the aLempts of acHon, and the 
sub-problems
• Nez-Rouge on the trail of Leonard: quesHons about the iniHaHng event, the goal, 
and the aLempts of acHons
Spontaneous interacFons:
• Ki g has goat ears: interacHons about the problem 
• Raoul Taffin pirate: interacHons about the sub-problems 
• Nez-Rouge on the trail of Leonard: interacHons about the iniHaHng event
The child's spontaneous interacHons are related to recurring components quesHoned 
by the adult. It is possible to think that the child is doing deferred imitaHon.
Theory of mind
QuesFons most answered:
• King has goat ears: quesHons about the emoHonal and the intenHonal state
• Raoul Taffin pirate: quesHons about the intenHonal state
• Nez-Rouge on the trail of Leonard: quesHons about the emoHonal and the intenHonal 
state
QuesFons less answered:
• King has goat ears: quesHons about the emoHonal state
• Raoul Taffin pirate: quesHons about the intenHonal state
• Nez-Rouge on the trail of Leonard: quesHons about the intenHonal state
Spontaneous interacFons:
• King has goat ears: quesHons about the physical and the emoHonal state
• Raoul Taffin pirate: quesHons about the emoHonal state
• Nez-Rouge on the trail of Leonard: quesHons about the physical and the emoHonal state
We note, at the second and the third interacHve reading session that the child starts to speak
spontaneously about the intenHonal state, even if it is difficult for him to answer to
quesHons about his state of mind. The child is possibly doing deferred imitaHon.
The emoHonal state is the mental state the most discussed and answered by the child.
The joint aQenFon development is complex for the 
auHsHc child (Baron-Cohen, 1989; Charman, 2003; Lemay, 2004; Rogers, & 
al., 2003). The auHsHc baby does not respond to following 
eye gaze and hardly responds to his name (Charman, 2003; 
Thommen & Guidoux, 2011).Those two important skills have an 
important impact on the development of imitaHon and 
intenHonality.
The imitaFon development suggests a relaHonship of 
intersubjecHvity and joint aLenHon between the auHsHc 
child and others (Charman, 2003; Nadel, 2005). The auHsHc child 
has trouble imitaHng facial expressions (Rogers, & al., 2003) and 
has a developmental delay in decontextualized imitaHon 
(Charman, 2003; Lemay, 2004; Nadel, 2005; Rogers, & al., 2003).
For the auHsHc child, intenFonality remains an egocentric 
concept. IntenHonality at a pre-linguisHc level is hard to 
develop and it has consequences on the proto-declaraHve 
communicaHon’s development (Tomasello, 2008; Toth, & al., 2006).
The auHsHc child scarcely recognizes others’ emoHons 
(Baron-Cohen, 1989; Lemay, 2004) and is not capable of sharing his 
own emoHons. The intersubjecFvity relaHon provided by 
a dyadic relaHonship is difficult to establish because of 
the auHsHc child’s lack of interest towards others.
Baron-Cohen (1989) talks about «mindblindness» for the 
autistic child theory of mind’s development. They 
struggle with considering other’s thoughts and predicting 
their behaviour.(Baron-Cohen, 1989; Baron-Cohen & al., 1985).
In the narraFve discourse development, authors have 
observed that the auHsHc child has difficulHes 
establishing causal relaHons between characters and their 
emoHons (Diehl, Benneto & Carter Young, 2006). Therefore, the 
maturaHon of a complex episodic structure is rare. Also, 
difficulHes noHced in the joint aLenHon development 
have a direct impact on the development of a triadic 
relaHonship between the child, the book and the adult. 
